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PILOT PROJECT:
REMOVAL OF MARINE LITTER FROM EUROPE’S FOUR REGIONAL SEAS

PROJECT CONTEXT

Marine litter is a problem both globally and in Europe’s four regional seas (Baltic, Black, Mediterranean and North East Atlantic). 
It originates from sea-based and land-based sources. Marine litter consists of items that have been deliberately discarded, 
unintentionally lost, or transported by winds and rivers into the sea and on beaches. Marine litter covers a range of materials 
including plastic, metal, wood, rubber, glass and derelict fishing gear. Although absolute quantities and relative proportions of 
these materials vary according to the regional sea concerned, there is clear evidence that plastics are by far the most abundant 
type of litter in terms of number of items. 

Marine litter (including derelict fishing gear) can be collected by fishermen in the course of their regular fishing activity - mainly 
litter from the sea floor - or through dedicated litter removal programmes. Other groups, such as recreational divers, can also 
remove litter from the sea, but this project focusses on the removal of marine litter by vessels.

PROJECT OBJECTIVES

The overall objective of MARELITT is to assist EU Member States in reaching the objective of achieving ‘good environmental 
status’ (GES) of all EU marine waters by 2020. This objective is laid out in the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (2008/56/
EC) (MSFD). One of the qualitative descriptors for determining GES is that ‘properties and quantities of marine litter do not 
cause harm to the coastal and marine environment’. The specific objective of MARELITT is to assist EU Member States in 
reducing the impact of marine litter on the coastal and marine environment. 

The project runs from January 2013 until December 2014.

PROJECT OUTPUTS

MARELITT will assess existing marine litter removal projects in Europe’s four regional seas from the organisational, economic 
and environmental angles. This assessment will allow the definition of good practices. Subsequently, organisations will be 
identified and invited to host a project and to continue developing the good practices after the project period. The capacity 
of the organisations will be strengthened through the project, via training and guidance. The results of the project will be 
disseminated through a web-based toolkit providing guidance to stakeholders that want to establish their own litter removal 
project.

The project will engage the fishing community along with plastics producers, converters, recyclers, other industries, local 
authorities, port authorities, waste managers and NGOs.
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EXPECTED BENEFITS FROM MARINE LITTER REMOVAL

 - Environment: The environmental benefits mainly relate to reduced impacts of marine litter on marine fauna. Threats 
to marine wildlife are mainly due to ingestion and entanglement, resulting in direct physical damage, and possibile 
toxicological harm.

 - Health and safety: Marine litter may degrade bathing water quality, which may present a health risk. Also, hazardous 
materials, such as medical waste, glass and other sharp items, washing up on beaches may present a direct risk to 
beachgoers. Swimmers, divers and snorkelers can become entangled in submerged or floating litter. Entanglement of 
propellers in derelict fishing gear and other direct damage to vessels presents a safety issue for mariners.

 - Economic: The fishing industry in particular will benefit from marine litter removal, through the reduced risks of 
direct damage to their vessels and of lost operating time and time spent cleaning nets. The fishing industry will also 
benefit from a lower risk of contamination of catches and of harm to fish that reduces their stocks. Other examples of 
economic impacts include reduced costs to local authorities to clean up shorelines, ports and harbours. The tourism 
sector will also benefit, as the aesthetic impact of litter on beaches can reduce visits and related revenue. Similarly, 
heavily littered underwater sites will be avoided by divers. 

 - Social:  Problems caused by marine litter can lead to wider social impacts, especially where the health and livelihood of 
local coastal communities is affected. Coastal communities, that often depend for their livelihood on fishing and tourism, 
will directly benefit from the removal of marine litter. 

GETTING INVOLVED IN MARINE LITTER REMOVAL PROJECTS 

If your organisation would like to be involved in one or more of the marine litter removal projects that will be initiated 
or sustained by MARELITT please contact us for more information.

There are two ways of getting involved:
 - as host organisation that leads a project; or
 - as a project partner that contributes to a project.

A partner could contribute, for example, by providing equipment, services or financing. Organisations that get involved 
will be offered technical support through the project and will receive full acknowledgement. Host and partner 
organisations could include local and regional authorities, port authorities,  fishermen’s organisations, public financing 
bodies, private companies and business associations interested in tackling the marine litter problem.

CONTACT DETAILS  

The project is funded by the European Commission (DG Environment) and carried out by Milieu Ltd and its partners 
ARCADIS, MEGAPESCA Lda, IMARES, LEI, RSS Marine, Plymouth University, the Coastal & Marine Union (EUCC), EUCC 
Mediterranean Centre, the Baltic Environmental Forum and Mare Nostrum. 

European Commission,  
Environment Directorate - General, 

D2. Marine Environment & Water Industry

Leo de Vrees, Policy Officer
e: Leo.de-Vrees@ec.europa.eu

w: ec.europa.eu/environment/water/marine/pollution.htm

Milieu Ltd - Law and Policy Consulting 
15, Rue Blanche
B-Brussels 1050

Monica Guarinoni, Project Coordinator
e: marinelitter@milieu.be, t: +32. 2.506.1000

Wim Van Breusegem, Team Leader
e:  wim@emsconsulting.be, m: +32.473.361.046 
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